Abstract. Recent literature related to aspects of local government has referred extensively to various examples across all states of Australia as well as the United Kingdom and New Zealand, as well as others.
or not working) elsewhere in the world is to be commended, provided it remains just that -a search for innovation to inform the enhancement of local government. However if it moves into attempts to identify best practice or into benchmarking best practice, such exercises become problematic, principally because of jurisdictional differences, which themselves have been born of a different culture in a different time and with different political and social agenda. This paper demonstrates how benchmarking should be used only in specific cases. The paper also explores the practice of comparing councils and uses a case study to affirm the proposition that comparisons are 'odious'.
Concepts for measuring organisational performancebenchmarking
Port Stephens Council refers to 'good' practice rather than 'best' practice to indicate an emphasis on the search for innovation to inform opportunities for improvement. This follows the view that 'best' practice is only 'best' for the entity that owns it, and then only until a 'better' practice comes along. 
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The concept of benchmarking is predicated on comparing 'apples with apples', which is comparing two or more 'somethings' with like characteristics to draw valid comparative conclusions. Port Stephens Council has confined its benchmarking to inprocess measures and results measures, and then only when a number of checkboxes can be reliably ticked -intra-jurisdictional, similarities in quantum, staff experience, budget availability, for example -to be able to extract value in improving processes using the experience of other councils. Port Stephens Council recently completed a sustainability review of all its service packages and employed the technique of benchmarking processes with other councils to inform improvements. The sustainability review achieved ongoing savings of $2.1 million and further $100,000 in efficiency savings (Port Stephens Council 2012a, p. 9) . It is important to stress that this achievement was accomplished not just with benchmarking against what other councils do or how they do it, but with a complex and disciplined approach and framework -it did not just rely on benchmarking.
Concepts for measuring organisational performance -comparing councils
When not handled well, comparisons are odious and can cause significant damage and misleading conclusions that form a poor platform for decision-making. A study of the 3 For the purposes of this paper the underlying premise that comparing councils is an unreliable exercise -regardless of content and format -still applies.
The DLG placed Port Stephens Council into Group 4, along with 30 other councils. Stephens is deemed to be validly comparable with Broken Hill in the far west of the State.
Snapshot of Port Stephens local government area (LGA)
Port Stephens Council is a local government area in the Hunter Region of New South Wales. The area is 168 km Northeast of Sydney and 25.8 km north of Newcastle.
The area contains prime agricultural land, valuable natural ecosystems and a high level of species diversity. Its waterway system lies at the junction of the Myall River lakes system, Karuah River and the Pacific Ocean. The western half of the area is geographically dominated by the confluence of the Paterson and Williams Rivers with the Hunter River. The eastern portion of the LGA contains the Stockton Bight dune system, which extends for 32 kilometres.
The Council area is bisected and served by the Pacific Highway. The climate is warm year round and cool sea breezes keep the temperature mild in the summer. Port Stephens is a thriving community with great diversity. Source: Port Stephens Council 2013, pp. 3-4 The DLG states that this publication is '…designed to help both the community and councils assess the performance of their council across a broad range of activities' (ibid,
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However, the DLG also makes some qualifying admissions that undermine its stated purpose including:
It is important to remember that the key performance indicators, when used on their own, do not give the full picture of a council's performance. Although they show the differences between councils across a selection of specific activities, they do not explain why these differences have arisen. The figures are indicators only and conclusions should not be drawn without qualitative assessments being made (ibid).
Fig. 1. NSW Group 4 Councils marked in green
The document further states:
It should be noted however, that the groupings are based on broad demographic variables. As a result, there are often large differences between councils in the same group (ibid, p. 11).
When assessing or comparing the performance of councils, it is important to remember that local circumstances can influence how well a council provides its services. There are often good reasons why it is harder or more costly to provide certain services in some local government areas than in others or why a different mix of services may be delivered. In some cases, councils may have made conscious decisions to provide lower or higher levels of services depending on local needs (ibid, p. 10). This is arguably an out-dated approach that hasn't kept up with the principles and ideas of Integrated Planning and Reporting (IP&R), and that the DLG intends to persist with it despite their own recognition that it has flaws raises some questions.
Aside from the DLG's own hesitation as noted above, there is a fundamental flaw in the logic of organising disparate geographical areas (LGAs) into groups then proceeding to compare the organisations that govern them.
Every council is totally unique: each has a different history, population profile, elected officials, culture, staff and organisational structure, asset base and finances. Recognising there is significant disparity between councils, the DLG has reduced the comparison to expenditure per capita, with a note that for some councils this expenditure does not necessarily equate to services provided (ibid).
So the case for comparing councils against each other based on some geographic and/or demographic profile has not been made and the Division's own warningstogether with its stated intent to revise these data -and its cautions throughout the document seemingly support this position. The first inherent design flaw is that it uses averages (mean) which is poor practice because 'outliers' skew the data and hide mediocrity. In each area examined the Comparative Information does provide a median but it is at a State level. Across NSW 152 councils have been grouped by DLG and ACLG into 11 and 22 categories respectively precisely because they are different, making such State median figures largely irrelevant.
Using averages allows an odious comparison to be made, with one council being lauded as a hero because of its perceived effort, whilst others are put in a position to be pilloried for not doing enough. In this type of data series a better choice would be to use median and a cluster around a 'typical' spend emerges, as shown in figure 1 below.
Fig. 1.
Per capita expenditure on services related to recreation, leisure and cultural services in Group 4 councils. The group average is shown in red. Port Stephens Council's data point is shown in green.
Using the median might have been a better choice but it is still largely irrelevant because of the second design flaw, lack of context. The document itself acknowledges this when indicating that some factors will affect these data for different councils (Comparative Information of NSW Local Government Councils 2010 /11 2012 ), but does not place these factors against the council's individual data. So for a community member or a member of the press who has no detailed knowledge of the situation of an individual council, the data are unreliable for reaching conclusions about that council's performance in any category.
To further illustrate this point using the figures in Table 1 fact, a myriad of intersecting issues mean that Dubbo Council is spending more than other councils in Group 4 in this category.
As well as a statistical design flaw, without context to inform the data the Comparative Information is unreliable to assess a council's performance in an individual category.
These data are also problematic when quoted out of context by time-poor, deadlinedriven journalists who are often not in a position to trawl through a 147-page document to identify the pitfalls contained in the way the data are presented and what is lacking. It is easier to grab a headline figure and seek a hero or pillory the performance of a perceived lesser spending council. These data are also a trial for elected officials whose community perceptions contain an assumption that because these are 'official' figures issued by the State, that they are the real story of their council's performance; shifting that perception is very difficult to achieve once 'the genie is out of the bottle'.
Across Australia, local government practitioners need to be aware of, and examine critically all data that purport to provide valid comparisons between councils. As this case study using the In NSW the IP&R Framework has changed the landscape for local government -the community is now 'driving the train'. They set the agenda -the goals and priorities for their local area for the next 10+ years (Local Government Act 1993 No 30, s. 402) .
Council and its partner agencies are required to report on progress towards achieving the community's priorities in an 'End of Term Report ' (Local Government Act 1993 No 30, s. 428(2) ) and, more importantly, to regularly report to the community on a council's own progress and performance -6 monthly and annually (Local Government Act 1993 No.30, s. 404(5), 428 The results are as shown in Table 2 Comments included: Of those who did prefer a report comparing councils, some expressed the desire for a combination of the two options.
Concepts for measuring organisational performance -a community focussed way
At Port Stephens Council, rigorous setting of performance measures that are meaningful to the community still has a way to go. However, Council is increasingly determining measures using the 'Results-Based Accountability' approach originated by Mark Friedman (2009) . The diagram (figure 2) illustrates the framework in which
Council is moving to measure its performance across key areas of operations, particularly service delivery.
The concept focuses on the 'is anyone better off' question. In Council's operating context, this means that unless something is statutory -that is, required by Council -then Council needs to examine rigorously if it should still be doing it. It Council adding value or adding cost?
Fig. 2. Results based accountability
Source : Friedman 2009, p. 68 Of course, Council has to account for the budgets and other resources that are employed to deliver the service -did it do what it said it would do and for how much?
And, did service delivery customers think that Council did it well? In many instances customers may in fact agree that Council delivered the service well, but that doesn't mean that it added any value to those customers. There is a subtle difference between customer satisfaction and customer value, as the diagram at figure 3 illustrates.
Fig. 3. Not all measures are equal
Source : Friedman 2009, p. 73 Port Stephens Council is moving from just reporting things like budget performance, staff satisfaction or turnover -although these are important and sit in the top quadranttowards measuring performance against service level agreements with its customers.
Council still measures customer satisfaction with the quality of service delivery but it has also moved in this year's customer satisfaction survey to questions that elicit some customer value. For example, in the survey of the long day care service Council asks the reason(s) why the parents need the service, and if it is meeting their needs (i.e. adding value). Of course, the survey also asks questions about the quality of the service (customer satisfaction) as it has done in the past, but the additional dimension of measuring customer value speaks to Council's effectiveness in delivering that service.
Customer satisfaction is important to Port Stephens Council, and customer value is important to the customer.
Conclusion
Port Stephens Council is by no means an expert at using Results-Based Accountabilitiy to inform its performance measurement, but it has service levels established with its customers and this approach allows Council to measure the performance of the 'contract' with its community. This is where the relationship liesbetween council and its community. There is no 'contract' between Port Stephens
Council and the other 30 councils in Group 4 or any other council anywhere.
Therefore, if the community is the focus -and the NSW IP&R ledislation mandates that it is -then the only real measure is what the community thinks; is Council adding value or adding cost with little or no benefit? The significant level of community engagement required by the community strategic plan provisions in the NSW Local Government Act means that Council's planning must reflect what its community wants, therefore its performance measurement should be based on that as well.
If communities are okay with Council's performance what does it matter how it is going against an arbitrary group of 'unrelated' councils? This approach removes any need for 'odious comparisons'.
